Neuropathic Pain and Itch Mechanisms Underlying Allergic Conjunctivitis.
Among the constellation of symptoms that characterizes allergic conjunctivitis, many (eg, burning and stinging) can be attributed to chronic neuropathic pain. Cumulative data support that these hallmark symptoms might be linked to the effects of allergen-induced neuromodulation. This review investigates the key characteristics of neuropathic itch and pain in allergic conjunctivitis and their underlying pathogenic mechanisms. A literature review was conducted using a PubMed search focusing on allergic conjunctivitis, neurogenic inflammation, neuropathic itch, and neuropathic pain. Articles were reviewed, and those discussing clinical course, pathophysiology, and neuronal regulation of chronic neuropathic symptoms as related to allergic disease were summarized. Recent evidence suggests that some symptoms of allergic conjunctivitis may be better represented as a chronic neuropathic disorder. We found that neurogenic mechanisms may have a significant role in chronic ocular surface inflammation from allergic inflammation. Manifestations may be associated with repeated ocular sensory nerve injury leading to an acute-to-chronic transition, which is in turn associated with neuropathologic changes (peripheral and central sensitization), neuronal dysfunction, and spontaneous ocular pain. Current goals in the management of allergic conjunctivitis aim to minimize the inflammatory cascade associated with the allergic response in the initial stages of the pathogenic mechanism. Based on the mechanistic data reviewed herein, the recognition that neuronal inflammation explains many of the symptoms in allergic conjunctivitis opens new frontiers for drug discovery.